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[00:00:01]
TW:

TRANSCRIPTION

Today is Monday, April 4, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon I am interviewing Dr. Richard Cutler, Interim
Vice Provost for Graduate Studies and Professor of Mathematics at Utah State University. This is
another oral history interview for the Covid Collection Project. Joining us in on the interview is
Tameron Williams, the Covid Collection Project graduate intern.
Good morning Dr. Cutler.

RC:

Good afternoon. Thank you for having me.

TW:

So, when did you start your career at USU [Utah State University] and what were the different
positions you've held during your USU [Utah State University] career?

RC:

Yeah. I came straight out of grad school in 1988. I began here in September of 1998 and in the
Mathematics and Statistics Department and rose through the academic ranks there, Assistant
Professor, Associate Professor, Full Professor. In the mid-1990s, I spent three years as the
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Associate Department Head, and I also spent three years running the Statistical Consulting Center
that we operated at that time. And then, in 2008, I became the head of the Department of
Mathematics and Statistics, and I stayed in that role for eight years. And at the end of that time, I
went back to my faculty role. I spent a year resuscitating some of my research and went on
sabbatical. And then, I came back, and it was shortly after I came back that the position of Vice
Provost for Graduate Studies became open. And, I applied for that. I've scheduled to interview
in the second week of March in 2020, and the first candidate, finalist, had already interviewed.
And then, we all got an e-mail saying the search was cancelled.
[00:01:59]
RC:

And so, that was what I thought was going to be the end of that process for a good, long while,
and I was back in my office in Animal Science for the first time in about four months when a
phone call came in from Vice Provost Paul Barr. And, he said, "The provost asked me to reach
out and see if you might be willing to do the Vice Provost of Graduate Studies on an interim
basis." And, I thought about it for all of two or three microseconds and then said, "Yes. I'd love
to do that. It gives me an opportunity to see if I like the position too." And so, this was in late
June of 2020. I had some commitments throughout July, so I couldn't take the position
immediately. So, we'd agreed that I would take it on on the first of August of 2020. That's where
I am now.

TW:

So, what is the scope of your research and your teaching within the Department of Mathematics?

RC:

It's been more extensive than it is now. I'm a statistician, and the kinds of things that I'm
interested in these days-and this is going back 25 years-are what are often known as machine
learning or statistical learning methods and then more closely associated with data science than
with formal, traditional statistics. I've taught classes in this area for about nearly 20 years and
continue to do so even in my current role. I teach one class. I have a broad background in
statistics, and so, prior to taking on this administrative role, I took on a variety of teaching roles.

[00:03:54]
RC:

Basically, I told the scheduler, "Where you need me, throw me in." And, I took on, you know,
taught categorical data analysis, the design analysis of experiments, regression, as well as the
machine learning type work.

TW:

So, what is the focus or the scope of work that's involved in being the Vice Provost for Graduate
Studies at Utah State University?

RC:

Yeah. So, I puzzled about that too because I had no training coming into it, and after the first
month, I thought that the reason for the vice provost was to give exceptions to every single rule
that we had on the books. And of course, I've wizened up a little bit since then. So, ultimately,
we have responsibility for the processes that graduate students go through, from applications to
admission to setting up supervisory committees, programs of study, doing their theses and
projects, reviewing those at the end, and, you know, developing lists of students who are
graduating.
We handle a lot of the money that comes to graduate students in the form of tuition waivers. And
so, nearly all of that comes through the school of graduate studies, and then, we distribute it
amongst colleges and they distribute it to their different departments. And, we also have an
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important role, I think a very important role, in going beyond the academic classroom for the
graduate students, and that includes their well-being here at Utah State University.
[00:05:55]
RC:

When I came into the role, mental health was an absolute crisis. It remains a crisis. We put on
numerous social functions, and the graduate students have said that this is an important part of
their feeling of a sense of belonging to the institution. And, we try and prepare them for their
lives after they finish. And so, one of the things that fell by the wayside during Covid was a
series called "The Graduate Training Series" or GRITS, and we are in the process of resuscitating
that too for the next year. And, that involves numerous seminars on things which might relate to
everything from how to do good graphics for publication-quality papers to how do you network
once you get out of college and you're in the business environment. Many suggest a whole slew
of different kinds of things.
I think that the thing which has dominated me this academic year has been a charge by
President Cockett to do some post-Covid strategic planning for graduate education, and that
entailed really taking a long, hard look with numbers-because I'm a statistician-at all of the kinds
of aspects of the graduate student life and then finding where we're deficient, finding where we
could do better, finding, you know, thinking about how we take advantage of, we exploit the
remarkable institution that this is. You know, with units which have national and international
reputations, absolutely fantastic, but with an emphasis which is quite different from, say, the
University of Utah or Utah Valley University or Southern Utah University.

[00:08:05]
RC:

You know, we have such fantastic strengths in things related to the environment. We have a land,
water, air initiation right now. We have a fantastic Quinney College of Natural Resources, which
is doing very important research in all of these areas and training up for the next generation of
land managers, wildlife managers, and many other people. So, that's been the focus this year is
actually strategic planning and trying to make the institution, well, make life as a graduate student
at Utah State University better for the graduate students, at the same time to make us an appealing
destination for students who want to carry on and do graduate research.

TW:

So, in that Fall of 2020—

RC:

Yes.

TW:

…your inaugural semester as—

RC:

Yes.

TW:

…the Interim Vice Provost for Graduate Studies—

RC:

Yes.

TW:

…what were the challenges that you and your staff were confronted with?

RC:

The inability to meet in person just sticks with me. And so, you know, I came into a new unit. I
had supposedly a number of staff that I was supervising who were working for the unit. I didn't
get to see many of them for nine months or more. And, I'm sorry, but when you're trying to break
the ice and, sort of, get to know people and work with people, Zoom is not quite there. And so,
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that was the biggest challenge. I remember going to give the first graduate program
coordinator/graduate program directors meeting, and, you know, we hooked it up by Zoom.
[00:09:59]
RC:

And, the tension was palpable, even through Zoom, and I just could not figure out why. And if I
had been there in person, you know, I would have grabbed a handful of people afterwards and
said, "You know, what's going on here? Why are we in this strange situation?" So, that, by far,
was the hardest piece.
The other thing is we had a good team, a really good team. And so, they've been doing surveys of
graduate students, and we were scouring those surveys to see how the students were faring under
Covid. And, some were doing just fine. They just didn't miss a thing, but many students were
really struggling. And in particular, there was a question about, you know, things with what were
your biggest concerns at this time. Mental health was number one, and it has remained number
one pretty consistently for the last two or three years.
Now, I had, when I first considered applying for the position of Vice Provost of Graduate Studies,
you know, I had done a pretty good search on the web. What are the major issues facing graduate
students? Mental health always came up as number one. I mentioned it to Provost Galey, and he
said, "Okay. I'm good for that. You know, you have my support for any initiatives you come up
with there." And then, we saw this data and the inputs starting coming in, and Provost Galey
came tearing down to my office one day, I mean, quite literally running. And, he said, "We have
got an absolute crisis here with mental health. We have to do something about this."
And so, we set up our second town hall meeting. There's only ever been two, and it was purely to
do with mental health. We brought in Eri Bentley and Scott DeBerard from CAPS [Counseling
and Psychological Services] to give presentations to make students aware of what services were
available.

[00:12:03]
RC:

And, we just pumped out e-mail after e-mail to the students, you know, indicating, you know,
these are the resources, these are the things that you can take advantage of. If you're in a difficult
state, if you know someone who is in a difficult state, you know, let us know. Let your graduate
program coordinator know. Let your department know and generally try and increase things.
Then, you know, it became very clear that CAPS [Counseling and Psychological Services] just is
so utterly overloaded, and they do such fine work and they are so overloaded. And so, the
provost was kind enough to, sort of, sit down and say what can we do here, and with funding
from the Emma Eccles Jones College of Education and Human Services, from the student
services office, Vice President Morales, from the Provost Office, we were able to add a
counseling and psychologist position to CAPS [Counseling and Psychological Services]. And,
that was like adding your cup of tea to the Pacific Ocean, but, you know, it's a start.
And, this continues to be our major, biggest issue. Tomorrow, I'm meeting with Eri Bentley of
CAPS [Counseling and Psychological Services] to brainstorm what we can do more, and we have
a little bit of one-time money in the School of Graduate Studies that I'm more than happy to put to
this purpose. So, metal health, I think, firstly, not meeting people, and then, mental health was
the crisis which simply will not go away. And, some of the stories make me want to, well, I get
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out and I walk around the building, right, because they hurt. They really hurts, and it just shocks
me that some of our students are in this position.
[00:14:00]
TW:

Has Covid-I imagine it has, but I'm going to ask the question-has it affected the ability of some
graduate students to progress onto graduate? And what services, I mean, what kind of outlets did
the Graduate Studies Office provide?

RC:

Yeah, so in multiple ways. So, one way is students who are doing research on human subjects. It
just died overnight. And so, they had to either wait or they had to come up with a completely
new plan for their research. And so, as you can imagine, this clobbered students in the Emma
Eccles Jones College of Education and Human Services rather more than other people.
So, we've been talking about, you know, how we could move funds around within the School of
Graduate Studies-we could, you know, put different emphases on the tuition waivers-when along
came this federal funding, the CARES [Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security]
funding. And, I was put in charge of evaluating proposals and then distributing most of that
money that went to graduate students, and that was a huge boon because graduate students whose
programs had been help up were now able to continue on and we would provide the funding. We
would provide tuition. We would provide assistantships, and we were able to help the students
out quite substantially with regard to that research.

[00:15:47]
RC:

Now, the darker side is the family situations for many graduate students changed, and they were
not able to come into work for large chunks of time. And, you know, with children at home,
children trying to take classes, they simply were not able to do work or teaching assignments or
so on. Of course, this hit women much harder than men, and we, in my home department, we
have several women who, you know, were just making very steady, consistent progress through
their degrees until that March of 2020. And since then, they have simply not been able to get
back on track. And recently, the department head of Math and Stat, we were talking about the
impact of Covid. We were talking about the role of the GPC [Graduate Program Coordinator],
and he said, "I don't think I'm exaggerating when I say that the GPC [Graduate Program
Coordinator] in Math and Stat, Gary Tanner, has saved the lives of at least two people who were
at the absolute end of their tethers and, you know, thinking suicidal thoughts and expressing those
thoughts, suicidal thoughts.
So, we were able to help with one piece of that, not so much with the other piece. Other than,
you know, the kinds of things like waiving deadlines and, which was simply a no-brainer, and
that had already been done by Vice Provost Denoy [?]. And, you know, just basically allowing
them to have the room to leave and come back when they felt they were in a position to do so.

TW:

Did those types of situations tax the graduate, the faculty that were teaching graduate programs?
Because, I imagine those folks were still on the roster as being graduate students in the
department, but they were bringing in new graduate students at the same time.

[00:18:07]
TW:

What did that look like for some of the faculty teaching graduate programs?
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RC:

Yeah. So, it's hard to say because there wasn't a consistent trend. And so, even within my own
department, there were some classes which effectively went away because there simply weren't
enough students to justify them, but many others would just continue on as they had done before.
What I was very surprised by was when I started getting the, you know, the week one through
week 15, day one through day 15, pardon me, enrollment numbers, and I, of course, would look
immediately at the graduate students. And, I saw that we were down, but I thought we would be
down 25, 30 percent. We were down five percent, and I thought, "This is absolutely remarkable."
And, it seemed to hold true throughout the entire year.
So, I know that some students, you know, in addition to the human subjects, there were issues of
simply not being able to get out to research sites and so on, but I think, in many ways, the faculty
did such a good job of, you know, coping with the crisis and saying, "Okay. We can't do what
we've done in the past. Let's figure out something else that will work, you know, in the new
setting." And, that seemed to help the students. Certainly, in the surveys that we did, there was
little criticism of faculty and lots of praise.

[00:19:59]
TW:

You had mentioned enrollment numbers? What was the challenges, or maybe there weren't that
many challenges, with recruiting new graduate students in the time of Covid?

RC:

So, the recruiting is a funny, old thing. You know, in the undergraduate level, a lot of the
recruiting is done centrally. Right? You want to bring students into the institution. At the
graduate level, it's nearly all done at the departmental level. And so, departments go, you know,
the Math and Stat Department goes out and tries to recruit Math and Stat students. And so, there
were challenges in that we usually try and do a lot to attract the best and brightest students. We
bring them into campus. We wine them and dine them and show them around and get them to
meet faculty that they might work with, and some of those things went by the board.
But, I think in most disciplines the recruiting was surprisingly unaffected. The big exception to
that is the College of Engineering, and that is because so many of their students are international
students and the international borders were just shut tight. And so, one of the associate deans
there told me that the funding rates in the College of Engineering over the last 10 years have gone
like this and the grad students have gone like this, and Covid played a very large role in that too.

TW:

You had mentioned CARES [Covid Aid, Relief, and Economic Security] money—

RC:

Yes.

TW:

…and federal funds. How was the graduate studies program involved in the proposals for
CARES [Covid Aid, Relief, and Economic Security] money, as well as the distribution of
CARES [Covid Aid, Relief, and Economic Security] money, and where did the money go?

[00:22:00]
RC:

So, the parameters for the use of the CARES [Covid Aid, Relief, and Economic Security] money,
which were quite loose initially, were derived or created by a central committee. And then, they
invited proposals, and I think the guidelines, because they're a little vague, the proposals that
were submitted were all over the map. And so, the Provost and Vice President Galey and the
President sat down and said, "How are we going to fix this?" The President said, "You know, we
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should push this to the School of Graduate Studies for the graduate student component of this and
get them to work on this.
And so, one of the colleges had done a very fine job, the College of Agriculture and Applied
Sciences, and Provost Galey showed me the forms that they had used to solicit information,
which would make it clear that, you know, students really had been affected by the Covid crisis
and therefore this CARES [Covid Aid, Relief, and Economic Security] funding was justified.
And so, we adapted those very slightly and then sent them out to all the colleges and departments,
and they returned, you know, one form per student plus a spreadsheet indicating, you know, the
summary of the charges. And, they ranged quite dramatically. You know, I think in some
colleges we were up around about 200,000. We spent about one million in the end, and it went
primarily to graduate students. It went for their tuition. It went for assistantships.
[00:23:57]
RC:

Sometimes, we would pay for undergraduate techs to help them collect data. In cases where the
educational mission of Utah State had been hurt a bit, we provided teaching assistantships so that
they could open more sessions of classes. So, nearly everything was tied to people. There wasn't
much money in there for instrumentation or anything like that.

TW:

Another thing, you obviously run the Graduate Council.

RC:

Yes.

TW:

What was those activities and those discussions? What was on the agenda during the last two
years of Covid with the Graduate Council?

RC:

So, there's been a lot of things. It's the stuff we do every time, which is to evaluate new programs
and, you know, discuss various topics. So, I think, you know, out of that, sort of, scope of things,
we started looking at things which had been affected by Covid and asking do we really need some
things. So, one of the first initiatives that I took was to examine the value of the Graduate
Records Examination, the GRE, and determine whether we really needed that because we'd
cancelled it for Covid as a requirement because people simply couldn't take it. They couldn't get
to testing centers, and there simply weren't testing centers open. And, the wheels did not come
off the bus, and many units argued vociferously that the GRE (Graduate Records Examination)
was actually a poor tool for them and it was quite discriminatory against people from
disadvantaged backgrounds. And so, these are the kinds of things we removed that. That
requirement, we locked it.

[00:25:59]
RC:

Things like we'd always had very strict requirements on face-to-face defenses, and again, we
went to Zoom defenses and nothing bad has happened. And so, I took it to the last Graduate
Council meeting and asked them, you know, "Do I have your support to just continue with this as
being the new status quo?" So, those are, sort of, more on the technical side. We talked about
deadlines. We talked about what we could do about deadlines, but we talked about the issues of
mental health. We talked about the strategic planning. We talked about things like that. And,
one of the things that I tried to do with Graduate Council was to not just have them as a
rubberstamping group, but as an advisory council that could give me feedback that I could use as
a sounding board.
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I'd served on Graduate Council myself when Byron Burnham was the Dean of Graduate Studies,
and he was very good at that. That's one of those things that I put away in my head as being a
very good thing to do, and they were really good at coming up with ideas. I asked, "What do you
perceive as being the major problems?" And, I'm sure I'm not going to surprise you when I say
that they came up with house as being an absolute disaster for graduate students these days.
And so, we worked on these things, and I gave them updates on all of the initiatives that we're
talking about, the mental health and so on. I invited participation. I invited feedback and got lots
of good feedback as to things that we could easily change.
[00:27:53]
TW:

So, as a historian, I look at different events as being catalysts of change.

RC:

Yes.

TW:

I definitely believe Covid is in the category of catalysts for change—

RC:

Yes.

TW:

…and at Utah State University. Based on the response to and the impact of Covid, what things
has the Graduate Studies office done to change, due to the Covid pandemic, that will become
permanent change? And what are those things that maybe we'll see and go back to "normal"?

RC:

It's hard to know what will go back to normal because I don't know that anything's going to go
back completely to what it was in the pre-Covid era. I think one of the things that Covid has done
is it has hastened changes that were underway already. And so, you know, we've talking about
and there was movement towards more underlying programs and that has come about. That's
accelerating as well speak.
We had talked about, you know, are there different ways of parsing up degrees into different
components. And so, one of the things which is emerging from this strategic planning discussion
that we've been having over the last year is the notion of stackable certificates, that students are
interested in smaller credentials. Employers are interested in smaller credentials, sometimes
really small credentials, like, you know, a handful of workshops. And so, I get e-mails asking me
about microcredentials all the time. And so, I think this is a piece which is moving in a very
different direction than we might have seen. Certainly, it's accelerated the changed towards, you
know, the stackable certificates and what components should be parts of the certificates.

[00:29:59]
RC:

So, I think that if you would raise the notion of taking an underlying workshop with E. Cornell
and counting that for graduate credit at Utah State University, a few years ago, people would have
rolled their eyes. And yet, that's exactly what we're proposing is that people be able to do these
courses and a very heavy investment with internships and things along those lines. So, I think
the, sort of, the mode of delivery and perhaps the range of credentials are things which perhaps
were changing before Covid, but certainly have been massively accelerated because of the Covid
crisis.

TW:

So, what's the most memorable event-it could be more than one event-during your time as the
Vice Provost for Graduate Studies during the era of Covid that really stands out?
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RC:

The town hall meetings, town hall one and town hall two. And, I have to say that I walked into
the job on August 1 and within a couple of, you know, within a week or certainly no more than
two, the Provost said, "You know, we have to talk to the graduate students about Covid, and we
can do this by e-mails. But, I want to have a town hall meeting in which they have the
opportunity to ping us with questions." And so, we did that, and this is not something I'd ever
done before in any capacity, any shape or form. And, I was very concerned about, you know,
what kinds of things might come up, but it was a fantastic team of people, marketers and
communication experts that, at that time, were jointly managed by the School of Graduate Studies
in the Office of Research.

[00:032:06]
RC:

Anna McEntire still runs that group, but it's entirely in Research. And, they were terrific at taking
care of the technical details, but we'd also solicited questions in advance so that we had
something to start with. And so, we got a script. You know, here's the questions, and then, we
would put in our answers to them. And then, we would have someone or someone else prompt us
for the questions, and then, we would provide the response. And then, new questions, live
questions would come into the chat and we would pick and choose amongst those and answer as
many as we possibly could. And, you know, it's, sort of, ultimate stress for an hour and a half,
but at the end of it you, sort of, I sat down and I thought, "You know, actually, that was very
worthwhile, so the Provost was right to ask for us to do it." And really, I think it well, and I think
the graduate students appreciated that we reached out. So, that was the first one.
And then, the second one, of course, was about three months later, and that was the one on Covid.
And that too, that one we got a little bit more feedback from, and it was feedback generally of the
form, "Thank you very much for this. I have been struggling, and I'm looking for, you know,
ways to cope with it and you provided us with some resources." So, those two, I mean, they were
right early in the proceedings, and I think that perhaps when I get to the end of my time as Interim
Vice Provost or Vice Provost of Graduate Studies, I'll look at other things, such as our strategic
planning. But for now, that's top of the list.

[00:34:00]
TGRW: So, you were hired in August.
RC:

Yes.

TGRW: You know, fully remote.
RC:

Yes.

TGRW: You're not meeting your team.
RC:

Yes.

TGRW: I mean, that's a trial by fire. How do you handle that?
RC:

Well, I didn't handle it very well. That's the fact. It was very, very hard, and the one other person
who was working in the office was our business manager, Landon Corbridge. And after the
second week, I went to Landon. He wanted to chat often. So, we're chatting once, and I said, "I'll
be honest with you, Landon. I'm actually counting the weeks one by one right now because I'm
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really struggling with all of this." And, Landon, what a sweetheart. He said to me, "I know
where you're at, and I can promise you it gets better in the second month." So, that's where it
was. So, it was a real challenge to do it.
And so, what did I do? Well, I tried to, if I can't do Zoom meetings, if I can't meet face-to-face, I
could do a Zoom meeting one-on-one. And so, I tried to do this with the staff just right off the
bat. You know, tell me what you do. Tell me what things you think are of concern, and I was a
new person. They didn't know me, so they were naturally very reticent and that was part of the
struggle with it. I mean, if you're asking me what's the strategy for dealing with a situation like
that, I have no idea. I just day-to-day. Yeah.
TGRW: And so, as the pandemic went on, did you notice the same things in your team or did you feel
things were steadied out as you started coming back to the office?
[00:35:51]
RC:

They started to get to know me, and we could banter a little bit when we had our staff meetings.
And, but, it really changed when they came back, which was about April or May of, what, 2021,
and we started having face-to-face meetings and, you know, buy bagels as a way of encouraging
people to show up to the staff meeting. And, I learned, to my surprise, that most of the staff in
the School of Graduate Studies have fantastic senses of humor. And so, staff meetings sometimes
genuinely were a riot, and I think that's a good thing because, at the end of the day, no one is
afraid to speak up and say, "You know, what we're doing in this area really sucks. What can we
do to fix it?" And then, we sit down and we brainstorm. So, it got better. It absolutely got better.
I think, for the first six months, I wondered, you know, how long I would last in the job. So,
that's from August through to Christmas, but it was sometime in January or February when I
started thinking to myself, "You know, I'm beginning to get the hang of this, and I'm beginning to
have the right connections with people. And, the information flow is so much better than it was
when I came in, and so, I think I can do this."

TGRW: To pick up on something you said there.
RC:

Yeah.

TGRW: You said members of your team would come to you and say, "You know, this thing is just
terrible."
RC:

Yes. Yeah.

TGRW: Could you name some of the examples of that and the solutions to those problems?
RC:

Yeah. They were typically processes. So, we have all sorts of complicated situations with
students who, you know, for reason or another, leave the program or didn't fill out paperwork and
so on, but these are, at some level, technical issues. But, one of the things that we found is that
students would defend and say, "Woo, I'm done." Right?

[00:37:59]
RC:

Actually, no, you're not. You've got this form on authorship and copyright. You've got this form
on format and style. Then, you've got to submit your thesis or dissertation. Then, it gets
reviewed. Then, it comes back to you. Then, it goes through another step. Ultimately, your
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committee will sign off on it and sign the title page. And, what we found is that there were
several potholes along that particular road, and some of them have to do with faculty simply not
responding in a timely manner. And so, students were missing deadlines and their degrees being
posted a semester later than they really ought to have been. And, some of them were students
simply misunderstanding that they needed to do stuff. So, we tried to build a whole new process
that will try and nag everybody along the way into responding in a timely manner.
We find that people who are filling out their supervisory committee forms, I mean, this is the
form which has the most mistakes, the most, the form where we have to send it back the most
number of times. So, we've been working on trying to figure that out so that as soon as a student
puts in their number and it's on this form, it auto populates if they already have a committee, and
then, you know, it will indicate a change below, so to take out one step. So, these are the kinds of
processes that we've been working on.
TGRW: And has Covid given you a chance to really, like, streamline those things?
RC:

Yeah. I don't know of that because I think the development has been just as fast after Covid as it
is before Covid. So, I don't know that Covid had much of an influence on that particular group of
things that we were, you know, that we've been doing.

[00:39:56]
TGRW: And then, so, speaking earlier, you talked about from graduate students you had a lot of thank you
for everything you're doing.
RC:

Yeah.

TGRW: Was there any pushback or comments, you know, just marking students' dissatisfaction, mental
health struggles, et cetera?
RC:

So, there's a mixed bag, but surprisingly few really negative comments on our surveys of
students. Once in a while, someone would say, like, "No one cares whether I exist or what I do
or, you know, I'm despairing about completing my program." But, these are relatively small
numbers amongst the number of people who are involved. So, there was not a lot of pushback.
Now, what I have had pushback on, you know, getting back to the processes, are things like, you
know, what's the grievance process for a graduate student. You see, it's a different object or
should be a different object than it is for an undergraduate because key to the graduate
experience, well certainly if you're doing research, is your relationship with your advisor. And
often, you know, in engineering and many of the applied disciplines, the funding is coming from
the same person. And so, graduate students are deathly afraid of complaining when things are
going wrong.
So, these kinds of processes were brought to our attention by graduate students. We made a
really good effort to reach out to the graduate students, and they have responded extremely well
through Grad Student Council and individually. And, they've told us some of these issues and
asked us, you know, to fix the problems that they have seen.
[00:41:54]
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TGRW: So, I mean, at the end of all, what have been the most significant lessons for you personally and
professionally?
RC:

From Covid?

TGRW: Yes.
RC:

That people are remarkable resilient. If you had asked me if Utah State University could have
continued, you know, very effectively throughout the Covid crisis given the scale of the crisis, I
would have said, "No. No one can. No one can." But, we did. You know, the President and her
team managed to put in the pieces which were needed to hold the institution together at a time of
crisis. The faculty were asked to do very hard things, converting their classes to online. For
some of us, that's really hard, and they did. And, the students themselves had to cope with many
different things, and they did. And at the end of the day, the impact on Utah State University was
greater from the financial crisis in 2008, when we lost something like, I don't know, 17 percent of
our budget, than it was from Covid. And, you know, I would never have guessed that. So, I think
that's the big lesson is that, even when faced with what is truly a crisis by any measure, it's
remarkable how people have adapted and come together and found ways to solve the problems.

TW:

Is there anything else you'd like to add about your experiences with the Covid pandemic?

[00:43:48]
RC:

I think you've done a good job of covering, you know, touching on most of the points that I would
have raised. I think, like most people, I struggled. I'm a keen advocate of wearing masks and,
you know, and so on, but I've struggled with this because it impedes communication and I've very
much welcomed our return to, you know, this almost normal state we're in right now. I think that
has been very good, but I think there are some lessons here for all of us. You know, we were
very resilient, and we solved problems on the fly. We have been warned now. This will not be
the last pandemic. It may not be the last pandemic in my lifetime, and we need to be ready for
these kinds of crises. And, I think that if we were to go through something similar, you know,
three or four years from now, we would be much better prepared than we are at this point.

TW:

Dr. Cutler, I would like to thank you for taking the time this afternoon to discuss your
experiences with the Covid pandemic at USU [Utah State University].

RC:

Thank you. It's been a pleasure. Thank you.

[End recording – 00:45:08]
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